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Sophocles), -we are to take the latter explanation, we shall have
some reason for the names of " kindly" and " venerable,"
applied to them by the Greeks, partly, no doubt, owing to the
ancient custom of avoiding words of ill-omen. Yet poetical
mythology treated this as a transformation of their nature, and
associated it with a special event, namely, the institution of the
Areopagus at Athens, and the purification of the matricide
Orestes effected by this venerable court. The story relates that
Orestes, after having slain liis mother Clytoemnestra and her
infamous paramour ^Egisthus, in revenge for the murder of his
father Agamemnon, wandered for a long time about the earth
in a state bordering on madness, owing to the persecution of the
Erinyes. At length, however, he was befriended by Apollo and
Athene, the kindly deities of the luminous ^Ether. Apollo first
purified him before his own altar at Delphi, and then defended
him before the court of the Areopagus, which had been founded
by Athene. Orestes was here acquitted, for Athene, when the
votes for and against him were equal, declared that then and
in all future time the criminal should have the benefit of the
doubt. The Furies, indeed, were at first very wroth, and
threatened the land with barrenness both of women and soil;
but Athene succeeded in pacifying them, by promising that a
shrine should be erected to them on the hill of the Areopagus.
After they had taken possession of this sanctuary, they were
thenceforth venerated by the Athenians, under the names of
Semnae (venerable), or Eumenides (benevolent), as propitious
deities who, though they still continued to punish crimes, were
ever ready to grant mercy to the repentant sinner, and to give
succour to all good men.

There were different traditions concerning the origin of the
Erinyes. According to Hesiod, they owed their existence to the
first execrable crime committed since the beginning of the
world, for they were the daughters of Earth, and sprang from
the drops of blood that fell from the mangled body of Uranus.
They here appear, therefore, as an embodiment of the curses